IRISH LITERATURE AND DRAMA
In the Land of Heart's Desire Yeats had dramatized a story
of the old belief that mortal women may be carried off from
their homes into fairy land, drawn by the promise of a
world
" Where nobody grows old and crafty and wise,
Where nobody grows old and bitter of tongue."
And it was obvious enough that the poet's sympathy went
out to the beautiful girl who could not resign herself to
settling into the rut of common life with its common love
and tenderness at the narrow hearthside. That poem, as we
can all see now, was inspired by the too adventurous woman
to whom he had dedicated the other and longer play in
verse which was now to be produced for the Irish National
Theatre. The Countess Cathleen had been published in 1892,
and therefore Ireland knew what was to be played in 1898.
The central figure was again a beautiful young woman, beset
by those spirit powers in whom Ireland had never wholly
ceased to believe; but this time the story (though Yeats
had come upon it in an Irish newspaper, given as an Irish
folk tale) did not come from the normal store of Irish
legend. It told of a Christian Ireland in the grip of famine
through which evil spirits went about offering gold for the
price of souls; and it told of famished people crowding
to the market. It told how the young Countess pledged
all her wealth to buy food and so defeat the devils, till by
subtlety a devil broke into her treasury and robbed it,
leaving her with one resource only : to barter away her
own soul, and by its loss redeem her people from the
bargain. For Yeats it was natural to conceive that a woman
so high-hearted as the one whom certainly he had in mind
and to whom he dedicated the poem, would be deterred
by no risk on an errand of mercy ; not even if it were the
loss of her own soul. The Countess dies, and in the last